
























































Belgium	 is	 a	 federal	 parliamentary	 constitutional	 monarchy	 and	 has	 a	 complex	
institutional	 organization	 comprising	 three	 territorial	 regions	 (Wallonia,	 Flanders	
and	the	Brussels-Capital	region)	and	three	linguistic	communities	(French,	Dutch	and	


















There	 is	 an	 annual	 general	 assembly	 of	 the	 National	 Ecumenical	 Commission	 to	
discuss	 various	 religious	 themes	 at	 a	 national	 level.	 The	 Catholic	 Church	 plays	 a	









Articles	19	and	20	of	 the	Belgian	Constitution	 fix	 the	positive	 freedom	and	negative	
freedom	 of	 religion	 respectively.	 	 State	 support	 as	 found	 in	 article	 181	 has	 the	
purpose	 of	 guaranteeing	 these	 religious	 freedoms.	 The	 state	 pays	 the	 salaries	 and	
pensions	of	the	“ministers	of	religion”	(article	181),	and	article	24	stipulates	that	“all	
pupils	of	school	age	have	the	right	to	moral	or	religious	education	at	the	community’s	









In	order	 to	be	recognized,	a	religious	 faith	must	organize	according	 to	 the	 inherited	
model	 based	 on	 the	 Catholic	 Church.	 This	 requires	 a	 nationally	 representative	
institution,	 a	minimum	 number	 of	 adherents,	 presence	 in	 Belgium	 for	 a	 fairly	 long	













been	made	 in	 relation	 to	 areas	 including	 dress,	 diet,	 prayer	 space,	 and	holidays	 for	
religious	celebrations.	
	
Whether	 such	 exceptions	 and	 accommodations	 are	 granted,	 however,	 varies	 among	
different	regions,	sectors	and	institutions.	In	relation	to	education,	for	instance,	school	
children	 in	 Flanders	 may	 take	 days	 off	 school	 to	 celebrate	 religious	 festivals	 and	












Although	 not	 facing	 a	major	 terrorist	 attack	 on	 its	 soil	 prior	 to	 2016,	 Belgium	 has	
frequently	 found	 itself	 at	 the	 centre	 of	 recent	 issues	 surrounding	 violent	 religious	
radicalization.	During	 the	 1990s	Belgium	became	 a	 transit	 country	 for	 Islamists.  A	
number	of	 recruitment	networks	 for	 foreign	 fighters	appeared	 in	Belgium	 following	
the	9/11	attacks	and	the	US	invasion	of	Iraq	in	2003.		
	
Belgium	 faced	 its	 biggest	 challenge	 in	 relation	 to	 violent	 religious	 radicalisation	
following	 the	 bombings	 at	 Brussels	 airport	 and	 Maelbeek	 metro	 station	 on	 March	




Belgium	 has	 seen	 more	 of	 its	 citizens	 per	 capita	 leave	 to	 fight	 in	 recent	 wars	 in	
Algeria,	 Iraq	and	Syria	than	any	other	European	country.	And	in	2014	it	became	the	
first	 to	experience	an	attack	 from	a	returnee	 foreign	 fighter	when	 four	people	were	
killed	at	a	Jewish	museum. 	
	
Government	 action	 to	 address	 radicalization	 began	 in	 2005	 with	 Actieplan	
Radicalisme,	 the	 first	 action	plan	against	 radicalization.	 ‘Plan	R’	was	 then	 revised	 in	











by	 the	Wallonia-Brussels	 Federation:	 one	 is	 CREA,	 a	 support	 and	 resources	 centre	
responsible	 for	 supporting	and	 training	 regional	 service	providers;	 the	other	 is	The	
Centre	 for	 Help	 and	 Support	 for	 Anyone	 Concerned	 by	 Extremism	 and	 Violent	
Radicalism	(CAPREV),	which	was	established	to	support	young	people	and	adults	who	
have	 been	 radicalized.	 CAPREV	 draws	 on	 experts	 across	 several	 fields,	 focusing	 on	







While	 there	 is	 an	 overarching	 framework	 at	 the	 federal	 level,	 Belgium’s	 devolved	
competencies	 along	 cultural	 and	 linguistic	 lines	 mean	 the	 various	 regions	 have	
developed	 forms	 of	 governing	 religion	 that	 are	 philosophically	 and	 institutionally	
distinct.	The	differences	between	Wallonia	and	Flanders	are	particularly	pronounced	
with	respect	to	religious	freedom	and	the	basis	of	approach.	Wallonia	bears	a	greater	
similarity	 to	 the	 French	 model	 and	 can	 be	 characterised	 as	 laissez-faire	
assimilationist,	 adopting	more	 radically	 secular	 and	 colour-blind	policy	 approaches.	




as	 both	 regions	mix	 assimilationist	 as	well	 as	multiculturalist	 policy	measures.	 The	
most	 significant	 regional	 differences	 concern	 the	 balance	 of	 emphasis	 between	
cultural	 homogeneity	 and	 cultural	 diversity,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 the	 degree	 of	
interventionism	 each	 considers	 necessary	 to	 achieve	 the	 preferred	 balance	 for	
successful	 integration	on	 the	other.	 In	 recent	years,	 these	 trends	have	notably	been	
stimulated	by	concerns	over	the	accommodation	of	Muslim	populations.		
	
As	with	other	countries	 in	Western	Europe,	 recent	debates	about	 the	governance	of	
religious	diversity	have	centred	on	Muslims.	At	the	federal	 level,	 in	terms	of	Belgian	
government	interference,	the	social	and	political	context	has	been	marked	by	fears	of	
religious	 radicalisation,	 with	 the	 government	 stipulating	 further	 interventions	
affecting	 the	 recognition	 of	 Islam.	 These	 interventions	 are	 not	 applied	 to	 other	
religions,	 and	 Muslims	 have	 been	 subjected	 to	 a	 greater	 degree	 of	 scrutiny.	 For	





Islam	 and	Muslims,	 even	where	 they	 are	 framed	 in	more	 general	 terms.	Moreover,	
Belgium	 has	 introduced	 a	 criminal	 ban	 on	 face-covering	 in	 the	 public	 sphere,	
provoked	 by	 the	 desire	 to	 outlaw	 the	 wearing	 of	 the	 niqab.	 Further	 ad	 hoc	 and	














GREASE	 is	 investigating	how	religious	diversity	 is	 governed	 in	over	20	 countries.	
Our	work	focuses	on	comparing	norms,	 laws	and	practices	that	may	(or	may	not)	
prove	useful	in	preventing	religious	radicalisation.	Our	research	also	sheds	light	on	
how	different	 societies	 cope	with	 the	challenge	of	 integrating	 religious	minorities	
and	migrants.	The	 aim	 is	 to	deepen	our	understanding	of	 how	 religious	diversity	
can	be	governed	successfully,	with	an	emphasis	on	countering	radicalisation	trends.	
	
This	document	is	available	for	download	at	http://grease.eui.eu/	
	
The	sole	responsibility	of	this	publication	lies	with	the	authors.	The	European	Union	is	
not	responsible	for	any	use	that	may	be	made	of	the	information	contained	herein.		
Any	enquiries	regarding	this	publication	should	be	sent	to:		
	
Professor	Anna	Triandafyllidou,	anna.triandafyllidou@eui.eu	
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